ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
crisis in the educational system of Pakistan is demonstrated by the high rate of failure of students in examinations in the intermediate, graduate and postgraduate levels. Isani and Virk (2003) lament the vast expansion of universities without paying enough attention to the academic quality, high standards, modern methods of teaching and learning, as well as academic freedom or academic ethics.
A
Much concern has been shown over the years about the state of education, particularly of higher education, in Pakistan. There have been debates, seminars and symposia, but no improvement has resulted.
We hear a lot of deterioration in the educational standards. Even the extent and nature of this deterioration has not yet been established. The reason is that different issues have been confused and there is no clear idea of the real problem.
There are two basic issues which, though very different, are usually mixed up. The question of deterioration of academic standards within the present system of education is yielding the results, which we, as a nation, aspire to achieve. What generally happens is that while taking on one problem, we find ourselves discussing the other; so keep shuttling our thoughts between the two issues, finally coming out with no clear idea of either.
As far as the present system of education is concerned, it will be very difficult to establish that any deterioration has taken place at any level. Quantitatively, as well as qualitatively, there has been a marked improvement and a clear advancement. There has been a manifold increase in the number of educational institutions of all categories. Education is perhaps one field where the growth rate has been much higher than the rate of the growth of population. If the population has doubled in the last 30 years, higher education has registered a more-thantenfold increase. Thus, quantitatively there has been tremendous and unprecedented advancement.
The greatest treasure and asset of a nation is its number of educational institutions. They make or mar the destiny of a nation. The strength of a nation is built on human resources developed by its educational institutions which trains the brain, provides skills and opens a new world of opportunities and possibilities to the nation. The development of a nation and its education are closely related to each other. The importance of education is realized everywhere and is now on top of the political agenda of most nations.
Pakistan has paid dearly for neglecting education. The nation is divided because we are running three parallel systems of education. Our position in the comity of nations has gone down. Pakistan, after 58 years of existence, does not find itself in an enviable position. Out of 173 countries in the world, its ranking order in terms of human development profile comes to 138(UNDP, 2002). Seen in the perspective of human development indicators its profile in providing basic education, basic health care, safe drinking water, adequate nutrition, energy consumption and gender inequities presents to bleak picture. This dismal picture can be changed into an optimistic one provided the nation shows commitment and its political leadership is serious in developing its human resources. The strength of a nation depends upon the quality of its higher education system. The example of developed countries shows a direct relationship between the quality of its educational institutions and the quality of its life. The development of higher education thus stands out as the single most important factor where investment would have immediate returns for socioeconomic development and would brighten the future of the country. The nation needs to assure itself that only through appropriate higher, scientific and technological education can we achieve a respectable level of human development and dignified status in the comity of nations.
The rapid means of communication and the digital revolution have opened wide vistas of the world. The rise of internationalization, globalization of economics, knowledge and culture, and the concept of lifelong learning, give distinctive position to higher education, both in international and national contexts. Through its contribution to lifelong learning, competitiveness and the pursuit of excellence, higher education has to play a significant role in society. Internationalization has put university education in the forefront of the world education map. Our universities will have to meet international standards and produce graduates who can compete globally. Accordingly, higher education institutions must be responsive to the challenges of a rapidly changing and challenging new world, expectations of society and growing demands of the rising student population.
Higher education is viewed as a source of great potential for the socioeconomic and cultural development of the country, and it is our conviction that through quality higher education, the nation can be transformed into a developed nation within a lifetime of a single generation. For that purpose, the higher education system needs to be changed into a dynamic system to adjust to the changing items and invigorate itself through renewal of efforts from time to time. Factors, such as the distinctive nature of higher education institutions, international mobility of students and teachers, accessibility to computer-based learning, pursuit of research and scholarship and globalization of economy, underscore the international context of higher education.
Higher education helps in expanding various occupational categories. Qualified graduates get employment of professional, technical and administrative nature in the government sector and industry. A UNESCO expert writes, "I have attempted to examine the situation in European universities in different professions and specialization supplied adequate manpower to support the growing economies, without which, the level and quality of development that they achieved was not possible" (Sanyal, 1988 ).
There is a worldwide recognition that the universities, as centers of higher learning, are considered as potent agents of development in building a nation. They are important in terms of generation of knowledge, dissemination of knowledge, and utilization of knowledge. They are primary contributors to economic growth being a source of new scientific knowledge, its technological applications, and by training scientists and technicians. To see whether all of this happens in education, in general, and in higher education, in particular, without any discrimination, the present study was designed.
PROCEDURE
The major purpose of this study was to investigate the extent of equal opportunities in higher education in Punjab.
SAMPLE
In Punjab, there were more than 18 public sector universities. All universities' administrators, teachers and students who were readily involved in public universities in Punjab were the population of the study.
Out of the above-mentioned population, ten public universities were randomly selected as a sample for the study. Seven administrators, ten teachers and 20 students -both male and female -were randomly selected from each university to be included in the sample.
INSTRUMENTS
After going through the related literature, the researcher prepared three questionnaires, one each for Administration, Teachers, and Students, in order to collect data. Each item was to be responded to on a five-point Likert scale. Two open-ended questions were also asked in each questionnaire. For validation and improvement of the questionnaires, the same were pilot-tested on a small sample of administrators, teachers and students. The questionnaires were accordingly improved and finalized for data collection. Table 1 shows that value of  2 was found to be 86.7, which is higher than the table value and was found significant at .05 level. Hence, the statement, "There is a gender bias in higher education" is accepted. Table 2 shows that value of  2 was found to be 136.54, which is higher than the table value and was found significant at .05 level. Hence, the statement, "Admission criteria make a hurdle in the access of higher education" is accepted.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Responses
The results of this table support Holmes (1992) who found that the most obvious barrier to attending higher education was the academic requirements that were placed on attending the institutions. Table 3 shows that value of  2 was found to be 19.76, which is higher than the table value and was found significant at .05 level. Hence, the statement, "Higher education should be for all " is accepted.
The results of this table support Formal (1995) who described that breaking down social barriers meant to give representation to the students from all backgrounds and ensure equity at higher education. Table 4 shows that value of  2 was found to be 67.9, which is higher than the table value and was found significant at .05 level. Hence, the statement, "Self-financing scheme creates difficulties for poor students in seeking higher education " is accepted.
The results of this study support Karen (1993) who found that the cost of tuition and living costs affect access to higher education.
DISCUSSION
The results of the study indicated that all the respondents were of the view that acquisition of higher education was necessary and demanding of the age. Another factor that was revealed by this study was that higher education should be for all, respective of their gender, race, colour and status. It was seen that the benefits of higher education to both individuals and society as a whole, including students from all backgrounds, may ensure a truly representative student body. The higher education could play its role in highlighting that breaking down social barriers within society equity in higher education could be achieved. The barriers at higher education could take the form of, for example, financial barriers or academic qualifications, such as "numerus clausus". The aim of higher education should be to ensure that individuals from whatever background would be able to benefit from higher education and that higher education itself would be able to adapt to this more diverse student population. This diversity must be fully included and the skills brought by these students of different backgrounds and perspectives fully utilized, enabling higher education to face the new century with increasing confidence (Formal, 1995) . Schwarzmayr (2001) observed that it was a fact that the more tertiary education a young person took, the greater their individual economic and social opportunities, and also that there was a benefit for society as a whole from increasing the educational attainment of the population. Therefore, it must be made clear to decision-makers and stakeholders within higher education that access must be free and equal and that there was adequate support for all students to develop their potential and to maximize their achievement. As higher education became more representative of society as a whole, the students would have different needs and these must be supported. This support should come from the student unions, the Institutions and governments in various ways.
Responses
The majority of the respondents were of the view that pre-requisites at higher education, including admission criteria, are a hurdle in seeking higher education. Holmes (1992) observed that the most obvious barrier to attending higher education was the academic requirements placed on attending the institution. This could come in many forms, such as the student needing to have their high school diploma, requiring specific grades or a certain combination of secondary school programmes. Higher education institutions were able to set their own entrance criteria which could vary widely. One of the most extreme cases of academic barriers to higher education came in the form of limiting the number of entrants being accepted into higher education in the form of a quota system. This was referred to by the Latin term "numerus clauses", meaning restricted number.
CONCLUSIONS
On the basis of analysis of data, the following conclusions were drawn:
1.
A vast majority of the respondents involved in higher education accepted that higher education is an asset to any nation. Respondents could understand its pivotal importance in the socio-economic development in any country.
2.
It was found that there prevailed an understanding that higher education should be given respect of the discrimination on the basis of gender, wealth, race or socio-economic status. 3.
The majority of the students were of the view that owing to rural areas became a problem in the environment of campus. They were being viewed that teachers, as well as administrators, behaved indifferently towards them. 4.
The majority of the respondents reported that pre-requisites at higher education create hurdles to get access to higher education. To enter higher education, the problems of age limitation and high merit system were being faced.
5.
It was found that the concept of gender bias prevailed in society. Male students were preferred over girls to enter higher education. It was also found that male students were preferred in the selection of science subjects. 6.
The majority of the respondents reported that self-financing is a hot issue in the access of higher education. It became the status symbol. High cost of tuition fees restrained students from entering higher education.
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